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Venezuela purchases $1.5 billion in goods from Florida, making the South American nation
the state's biggest single export market. Jose Gimenez, president of the Venezuela Chamber of
Commerce in Miami, said, "About 40 percent of Florida's exports go to Venezuela. You can mention
any item and it's probably there." Gimenez said the riots will not have an immediate impact on
trade, but he believes they signal an end to the glory days of Venezuela's consumer economy.
"The important thing here is that Venezuela has been living in a subsidized cocoon for 25 years,
now it hurts to come out into the open," he said. Venezuelan exports to Florida have been growing
in recent years and currently total about $500 million a year, Gimenez said. Major items include
aluminum, steel, shoes, clothing and construction materials. Before the violence in response to
price hikes, Florida bankers had expected a decline in trade with Venezuela due to that country's
falling foreign currency reserves and the government's decision to impose a 60% tariff on many
imported goods. In a report issued several months ago, Manuel Lasaga, Southeast Bank's chief
international economist, predicted that "recession, high inflation and devaluation are likely to choke
off any annual growth in economic activity." At the time, he predicted Florida exports to Venezuela
would drop by 8% in 1989. On March 1, Lasaga revised his forecast: "The measures announced by
the Venezuelan president are very dramatic. The devaluation is going to sharply increase the cost
of imports. I would expect Florida exports to Venezuela to decline by at least 20% this year. For
exporters, the next year will be harsh if Venezuela represents their most important market." (Basic
data from AP, 03/02/89)
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